
Extended Abstract 

A framework for categorizing digital learning materials 

 

Relationship with OER-Recommendations 
 

This presentation and the research on which it is based relate to the Recommendation: 

(i) Building capacity of stakeholders to create, access, re-use, adapt and redistribute OER  
Member States are recommended to strategically plan and support OER capacity building, 
awareness raising, use, creation and sharing at the institutional and national levels, targeting all 
education sectors and levels. Member States are encouraged to consider the following:  
 
(a) building awareness among relevant stakeholder communities on how OER can increase 
access to educational and research resources, improve learning outcomes, maximize the impact 
of public funding, and empower educators and learners to become co-creators of knowledge;  

 

Open Educational Resources (OER) are one element of a multitude of digital learning resources. In 

practice, a lecturer/teacher or learner is striving for a mix of digital learning resources, optimal fitting 

for what s/he wants to accomplish in the learning process. In general, it may be asserted that the 

concept of digital learning resources is not well defined. To develop open policies or support 

teachers and learners in their adoption of OER, using a dichotomy of open versus closed is 

insufficient. Concepts such as semi-open digital resources and commercial digital resources are also 

meaningful in many contexts. But how do these two latter concepts relate to one another and to 

OER? 

We propose a differentiated categorization of digital learning resources that gives guidance for 

institutional policy development. Our framework is an extension from what David Wiley has 

presented earlier (source, p. 26). 

Digital learning resources can be categorized using two dimensions: 

1. Access/accessibility 

▪ no restrictions (open access), for everyone 

▪ non-financial restrictions, for everyone 

▪ non-financial restrictions, not for everyone (walled garden) 

▪ financial restrictions 

2. Adaptation rights 

▪ Adaptable (users have permission to adapt) 

▪ Non-adaptable (users have no permission to adapt) 

Digital learning resources with access without financial restrictions are called free learning resources. 

Figure 1 is a graphical representation of our framework. 

Some background information to the framework: 

▪ For the open digital learning resources (without restrictions or with non-financial 

restrictions), adaptation rights are ordered from most (100%) to no rights to adapt. Licenses 

provide the conditions for adaptation. In the figure we have adopted the commonly 

https://bit.ly/yavapai-wiley-2020


used Creative Commons licenses. These licenses are about the rights creators give to others 

to retain, use, adapt and distribute their works and the conditions to be met when exercising 

those rights. The licenses do not cover restrictions on access to the works. 

▪ The figure also shows that two Creative Commons licenses do not grant rights of adaptation 

due to the ND (Non Derivative) condition. 

▪ Preference for a combination of rights of adaptation and access is context dependent. E.g. a 

lecturer can prefer adaptable learning materials, but will be indifferent on access. A learner 

will in many cases only be interested in free access and not in adaptability. But the same 

learner can, when pedagogy makes it necessary, also be interested in adaptability. Think e.g. 

▪ about practices of open pedagogy (for examples, see the Open Pedagogy Notebook) 

▪ The most common non-financial restriction when access for everyone is available is the 

obligation to create a free account to get access. 

▪ The most common situation for non-financial restrictions, access not for everyone is 

membership of a group (institution, community of practice). 

▪ We have chosen for a pragmatic view on openness to widen adoption of sharing and reusing. 

Issues like technical openness (only open source tools and platforms are allowed to access 

the learning material) or content requirements (e.g. inclusive, accessible to people with 

disabilities) have not been considered. 

▪ The size of each area does not reflect a relative importance or a personal preference of that 

area, compared to the other areas. 

▪  

Figure 1:  

 

The framework allows us to position the different types of learning resources used in public Dutch 

Higher Education Institutions as “open”, “semi-open”, “closed”, “commercial” in relation to each 

other. 

To our knowledge, only for the category “Open Educational Resources” there is a generally accepted 

definition. Here we use this definition in the formulation of Creative Commons. 

https://creativecommons.org/
http://openpedagogy.org/
https://creativecommons.org/about/program-areas/education-oer/
https://www.robertschuwer.nl/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EN1.png


“Open Educational Resources (OER) are teaching, learning, and research materials that are either (a) 

in the public domain or (b) licensed in a manner that provides everyone with free and perpetual 

permission to engage in the 5R activities: 

▪ Retain – make, own, and control a copy of the resource 

▪ Reuse – use your original, revised, or remixed copy of the resource publicly 

▪ Revise – edit, adapt, and modify your copy of the resource 

▪ Remix – combine your original or revised copy of the resource with other existing material to 

create something new 

▪ Redistribute – share copies of your original, revised, or remixed copy of the resource with 

others” 

In terms of the framework, we define the following types of digital learning resources: 

▪ Semi-open resources are teaching, learning, and research resources that are available to a 

limited group of persons and eventually licensed in a manner that provides everyone in this 

group with free and perpetual permission to engage in the 5R activities, be it with the 

restriction that redistribution happens only within the limited group. 

▪ Commercial resources are teaching, learning, and research resources that are only available 

under financial restrictions. 

▪ Closed resources are teaching, learning, and research resources that are unavailable for a 

person or a group of persons. This definition is dependent on the perspective of the 

stakeholder. E.g. semi-open learning resources, available for a group, appear to be closed for 

persons outside of that group. 

 

In the next figure we have positioned the different sets of OER, semi-open learning resources and 

commercial learning resources in the framework.  

 

The developed categorization and the two models have proven to be useful in designing an 

institutional vision and policy regarding the use of digital learning resources, and more specifically OER 

in Dutch Higher Education. We will give examples during the presentation. 
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